
Pioneering Engaging 
Leadership
How do you get people to be independent thinkers? 
Innovative and responsible? Motivated and dedicated?



Pg 1

How do you get people to be independent thinkers? 

There are so many leadership models out there. Most are based on 
observation of what has worked with particular types of leaders in particular 
contexts. Some have helped leaders to increase their behavioural flexibility and 
create better working environments for their people. 

This whitepaper is designed to share some of the science behind an 
opportunity. It is the brain that is central to all that is desired in a high 
performing and highly satisfied organisation. Therefore it is to neuroscience 
primarily we look for insights.  

By understanding what is going on in people’s brains we can lead in a way that 
is more likely to enable individuals to perform at their best and be happy doing 
it. 

KPI’s don’t normally include individuals improving their attentional resources. 
We see the future involving leaders paying a lot more attention to the details. 
The leader of the future understands deeply how people work and strives to 
create an environment where individuals can engage and flourish, not where 
they will be managed to death. 



What is an Engaged Brain?

• You experience an increase in cognitive resources.
• You are more creative. 
• You can solve more problems, using insight (especially useful for complex 

problem solving)
• You come up with more action-focused ideas. 
• You have a broader field of view.

Dopamine, serotonin, oxytocin, epinephrine, norepinephrine, and other 
chemicals all can play their part in helping a person be engaged. Every area of 
the brain you have heard of is also likely to be involved in engagement at one 
stage or another. Having assimilated a lot of the research and looked at a lot 
of organizations, we would suggest that there are many neural routes to 
engaging an individual. The aim would be that even during the tough times at 
work they wouldn’t become fully disengaged. Engagement builds a form of 
resilience.  A person pioneering engaging leadership helps their team to 
strengthen the neural circuits of engagement that are useful for their work. 

One particular set of networks in the brain worth focusing in on are the reward 
networks. This means looking at midbrain dopamine and its targets in reward 
prediction. Our brain cleverly, through dopamine neurons, signals a reward 
prediction error to enable us to predict and act to increase the probability of 
reward in the future. This process accounts for the reinforcement learning that 
we see. When people come into organizations and are engaged and motivated 
the opportunity is to prove that the individual’s expectations were right: that 
working here will be rewarding. Their reward network should be firing 
regularly and cementing in for them that they made a great decision. This isn’t 
often successfully strategically considered. 

The reality is that an engaged brain may look very different depending on 
what it is engaged for. This simple distinction is often missed, but is critical. A 
brain that is fully present and ready to process complex financial data is 
different from a brain that is going to be brilliant at connecting with people 
and coaching a colleague on their communication skills. The awareness of this 
can transform an organisation. That is why we created the following 
framework. 



The beautifully simple model that gets RESULTS

This is one of the frameworks we use with almost all organizations 
we work with.  Results can be considered a consequence of 
behaviours. The way we behave is dependent on the internal 
environment of our brain and the external environment that we are 
in. In order to change our behaviours we can make informed changes 
to internal and external environments. These interactions are 
complex, however we can isolate and share some grounding 
principles taken from scientific research.

RESULTS

BEHAVIOUR

We’re talking about a high level of 

specificity around what “great” would 

look like. This is an organization-wide 

objective. If you have HR saying one 

thing, leadership saying another, PR 

saying yet another, and the promotion 

policy reflecting something else, then 

whatever a person does could be 

perceived as wrong. Most 

organizations are not clear enough 

here. It means that everything else is 

affected. Let’s have a look at an area 

of the brain that gets activated when 

there are mixed messages coming 

through and a lack of clarity around 

what we’re supposed to be doing.

If we do something that we process as 

an error then it is useful to us to be 

aware of this so we can make 

strategic behavioural and neuronal 

adjustments. Error awareness is our 

ability to perceive our own mistakes. 

When we fail to achieve the intended 

outcome from an action we detect 

this. Errors can be costly at the time 

or in the future. The part of the brain 

that is heavily involved in error 

detection is called the insula. It may 

be considered as part of an attentional 

network. It is involved in processing 

unexpected outcomes6 and increased 

necessity of effort.

The behaviours need to be 

specific. Do you want people to be 

more productive? How? What do 

you want to retain of the current 

way of working? (We guess you 

don’t want people cutting 

corners!). Are you keen to see less 

siloed working? How would you 

know when you have that? What 

specifically would people be 

doing? 

The answers to the more detailed 

questions are essential. The way 

to make big impacts these days 

are to pay attention to the minute. 

Many a behaviour change attempt 

has been deemed a failure 

because undesirable effects have 

crept in. 



When I ask you what environment your leaders are making decisions in, what 
normally springs to mind? Most people’s thoughts go straight to their external 
environment, their office perhaps. This is a powerful environment, but one 
could argue that the internal environment – the brain and mind – are even 
more persuasive. Understanding the affect the internal, and external, 
environment have on how we lead is key. 

The external environment we work in shapes our behaviours. There is lots of 
research that shows we are extremely easily influenced by what is around us. 
The wide range of examples span from improving how well people clean up 
after themselves with the presence of an antibacterial cleaner smell to 
increasing ‘moral’ behaviour in a tidy, well looked after space. Behavioural 
change through environmental shaping is tricky – but can be so effective. 

What shapes our internal environment? So much that it is exciting and a little 
scary. The most important thing you can take from this piece is to be 
intentional in your shaping. Recently we were asked to advise a global 
financial firm on how to get their leaders to open up more. They were aware 
of the value of leaders being able to share personal stories but were finding 
there weren’t many volunteers! The brain is complex and to get sustainable 
results from new behaviours a comprehensive approach is best. The scope of 
that is outside this whitepaper however the approach is suitable for modelling. 
Essentially because we know what effects different networks and chemicals 
tend to have on people we know to focus on oxytocin in this example. The 
networks active in these leaders brains most of the time are not necessarily 
the networks that would predispose them to share and connect deeply with 
others. If you want a different result you have to change the internal 
environment, and you can use the external environment in this case to do 
that. 

ENVIRONMENT



Attention is your most precious commodity

There is a direct link between the clarity of the results and behaviours we 
want to enact and the fact that our attention is a precious commodity. It is 
linked to our productivity, the quality of our thinking, our creativity, and much 
more. It is mentally tiring to have to constantly evaluate whether something is 
the desired result or whether we should be doing something else. 

Generally of importance to any organization are the insights around attention 
and cognitive load. The ability to focus attention has been shown to improve 
under task conditions of high perceptual load. However, it decreases under 
conditions of high load on cognitive control processes. Working memory is a 
good example of these.

Imagine a modern workplace today. You need to write a report. You’ve come 
into the office and your first task is to find a hot desk. You sit down and open 
your laptop. All around you are people busily typing away. Some are chatting. 
You haven’t sat in this seat before and your eyes are drawn to the poster on 
the wall. Drawing your eyes back to your half-written piece you start to re-read 
what you last wrote. You find yourself reading the same bit over and over 
again while trying to block out the person talking on the telephone next to 
you. You are tapped on the shoulder, “I didn’t realize you’d be in today, I just 
wanted to ask you about…” As you refocus on the paper you can’t quite 
remember what you were thinking of when you wrote that last sentence. It is 
now deleted. 

This doesn’t have to be the story. By pioneering engaging leadership rather 
than relying on managers to police productivity you have responsibility to have 
considered these environmental impacts on brain function. You know 
distractions and multitasking are a brain drain and eventually will exhaust your 
employees. 

We know that attention skills can be conditioned. Research has shown that 
action video game play improves attentional resources. Practicing mindfulness 
alone, being present with children, playing sport, playing musical instruments, 
and many other activities also could reasonably be expected to improve our 
ability pay attention. It doesn’t often feature in KPIs, however the value to 
both the individual and the organization are high.



Confusion verses clarity

The brain likes to know what is expected of it. It likes there to be congruency 
between the different ways it is being communicated to. If we are getting 
mixed messages then we can become distrustful of our organization. This can 
have a negative impact on many areas of business and individuals.

Imagine a scenario where your head of learning and development (L&D) has 
heard about the 70:20:10 theory. They think the idea of a reference model 
that values learning within the workflow and social learning is fantastic. They 
want to “implement it.” They stop investing in the traditional training sessions 
that have been commonplace in the organization. Instead they put up some 
posters encouraging people to “live and learn.” There are already many 
modules available on the online learning platform that people can take at their 
leisure. 

Unfortunately, this particular organization’s culture only values the billable 
hours people clock up. In addition, bonuses paid are linked to achieving 
objectives set at the start of the year. These don’t mention learning at all. This 
is a scenario people at every level of an organization pioneering engaging 
leadership should be able to spot and rectify. 



We lead people, we manage 

things! 

Peter Drucker

What’s the role for managers? 

Not what it is currently. Most management training is completely outdated. We 
don’t actually manage people. We manage environments, systems, and 
processes. Think about what you are really looking for when you are after 
well-managed individuals. You ultimately want results. We know that 
behaviours get you those results. Trying to manage people person-to-person 
can get messy, tricky, and create problems. Of course it can also be rewarding, 
uplifting, and enrich people’s days. At Synaptic Potential one of our focuses 
when we work with organizations is the effect that the environment and 
culture has on people’s behaviour because it is often very influential. 

The health care provider 
Buurtzong pioneered a self 
organizing, self managing 
approach with brilliant success. 
There “People turn up engaged. 
They are self-motivated and the 
management creates itself”. Their 
results speak for themselves. 



Conclusion

There is so much opportunity and potential. Pioneering engaging leadership 
makes the most of how we work and enables people to more freely give 
themselves to their work and enjoy it. Simply focusing on how people can be 
engaged is the starting point. 
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What to do now

Do get in touch to discuss we can help you accelerate 
performance using our Synaptic Potential Approach.

info@synapticpotential.com 

0845 544 2746


